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Subject: Critical Developments in French Policy toward

Indochina

As the result of the current French~ cabinet and budgetary -.

crisis, a critical French reappraisal of their Indochina policy
appears imminent and may have major implications for the US.

Plagued by continued inflatIon and limited financial capabilities,
all levels of French official and public opinion are rapidly
gravitating toward the opinion that France Itself cannot

simultaneously support two major military efforts, one in

NATO and the other in the Far East.

Postwar French military policy has reflected preoccupa
tion with two needs: (a) not to be overshadowed militarily by
a resurgent Germany, a ad (b) not to abandon the French position
overseas. The French calculate that, even with projected US

aid of all kinds, the cost to France of meeting these two re

quirements is likely to rise in 1952 to over $4 billion -- roughly
$1 billion in Indochina and $3 billion for NATO. They calºulate,
however, that their maximum practicable military budget will

fall short of this figure by over $500 million.

Since French interests in Western Europe are paramount,
it appears that any retrenchment must come in the Far East.

Among the signs are (a) General de Lattre�s recent remarks on
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the disproportion betweer the expense of the war in Indochina

and the French stake the:re; (b) Premier Pleven~s recent

request for early high-level conversations on Indochina in

the context of the whole Far Eastern problem; and (c) indica

tions that many French politlcans are becoming converted to

the belief that French withdrawal from Indochina is inevitable

and should not be too long postponed. Embassy Parts estimates

that the �snowball has started to form� and that, In the absence

either of some form of Internationalization of the Indochina prob
lem or of substantial additional US aid, public sentiment for

withdrawal will gain steadily and perhaps accelerate.

Under these circumstances the French Government has

apparently concluded that: the only chance of solving its prob
lem short of :retrenchmen~ lies in convincing the US that

France Itself can no lo:nger support, the major burden of the

Indochina war. The French have consistently argued that

the Indochina struggle must not be regarded as a purely
national Interest but as at: mtegral part of the over-all con.

tainment effort of the West. Consequently present French

policy appears directed toward: (a) securing substantial

additional US aid to relieve the French financial burden;
(b) securing some form of internationalization of the Indo

china war, i.e., a US-UK commitment to defend Indochina,
thus acting as a warning to the ChlneseCommunlsts, plus
a concerting of joint defense measures as recommended by
the Singapore Conference~ and (c) achieving

,
If possible, an

armistice in Indochina on the Korean model. It appears likely
that France intends to press For early decision on these issues,
despite their grave implications for French coloni~l policy. The

French Government may well consider that It must act along these

lines sooner or later anyway and that It cannot afford to wait until

a Chtnese invasion is imimnent or German rearmament is well

underway.

SHERMAN KENT

Assistant Director

National Estimates
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